
Brown Pelican Roost Site Atlas: 
A Database and Management 
Tool for the California Coast

The endangered California brown pelican has 
been studied extensively; however no 

comprehensive statewide database or mapping 
project has adequately documented pertinent 

information necessary for oil spill response and 
Natural Resource Damage Assessment (NRDA) 

personnel.  This presentation discusses an 
electronic atlas created to aid in wildlife 

recovery, NRDA, and restoration following 
marine oil spills.
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Background
• California Brown Pelicans roost communally at traditional 

sites along the California coast
• Pelican surveys have been conducted but no 

comprehensive database or set of roost site maps have 
been developed 



Needs for Site-Specific Pelican 
Data

• Monitoring consistency 
• Oil Spill Contingency 

Planning
• Oil Spill Search and 

Collection
• Natural Resource 

Damage Assessment
• Restoration Planning
• Management and 

Conservation



Primary Project Objectives
• Collate historical roosting 

pelican distribution and 
abundance data from multiple 
sources into master database

• Identify, georeference, and 
map roost sites in northern and 
central California

• Present results in electronic, 
hardcopy atlas and GIS ready 
database



Roost Site Description
• Seasonal pelican 

abundance
• Diurnal pattern of use 

(night roost status)
• Site ownership and 

management
• Known management 

issues
• Ground-based 

viewpoints



Today’s Talk
• Describe database
• Walk through roost atlas
• Discuss how atlas can be 

used for 
– 1.  monitoring
– 2.  contingency planning
– 3.  nrda
– 4.  restoration planning
– 5.  management and 

conservation



Sources of Data (1986-2007)
• Graduate Research (UCD) 

• Moss Landing Wildlife Area Study (CDFG)

• Oil Spill Response Surveys/NRDA
– Torch/Irene, Kure (ECI) 

• Restoration Planning Efforts (American Trader Trustees)

• Annual Aerial Seabird Colony Surveys (CDFG, Apex Houston Trustees, HSU) 

• Coastal Bird and Mammal Study (CDPR)

• Mugu Lagoon Disturbance Study (USN)

• Southern California Bight Seabird Distribution Study (MMS)

• Opportunistic surveys (Jaques)



Challenges of Data Mining

• No established or long-term monitoring effort
• No established database structure
• No consistent definition or grouping of roost sites
• Different observers with different methods
• Data is in a variety of formats
• Data hard to retrieve due to relocation, change 

in computers, change in work associations
• But overall, very rewarding!





The Database
• 196 roost sites defined
• 1,833 records collated
• 50% Aerial Survey, 50% 

ground or boat- based
• 43% first decade (1986-

1996); 57% second 
decade (1997-2007)

• Warning!  Uneven 
sampling limits statistical 
use



















Atlas Values
• Research and Monitoring

– Maps and numbering system will facilitate future site specific 
monitoring 

• Have GPS and hardcopy on hand
• Use photo counts for aerials; record zeros for means ! 

– Baseline data is preserved and may be used for subsequent 
indication of trends in site use  (with caution)







Atlas Values to OSPR

• Area Contingency 
Plans 
– Provides new and 

improved information 
for pelicans (sensitive 
site pages)



Oil Spill Response

– May affect oil 
containment 
strategies, hazing 
efforts, selection of 
staging areas, etc.



Search and Collection
– Can help locate 

pelicans dead and 
alive 

• Increased efficiency of 
pelican recovery efforts

• Possibly lead to more 
pelicans going to rehab

• If alive, are there 
choices to be made re: 
capture?





NRDA:  Assessment of free-
ranging oiled, but not recoverable 

pelicans
• Can get you there and increase search 

efficiency, but very important to:

– Respond ASAP after spill in pelicany area
– Use observers qualified to discern oiled 

versus natural plumage 



Restoration Use
Starting Point

• Provides some information on roosts 
– distribution abundance, ownership etc.

• Suggests types of management issues in area



Restoration Limitations

• Should not replace further data collection 
prior restoration effort

• Has limited value for prioritizing, planning, 
designing or implementing cost-effective 
and successful restoration projects



Other Atlas Values

• Species Conservation and 
Management
– Clear identification of major 

roost sites  
– Starting point for 

development of 
management plans for key 
traditional night roosts

– Establishes agency 
responsibility
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